VIDYAPATI AS AN ASTRONOMER 
Dr. PARMESHWAR JHA 


The celebrated poet Vidyapati was a Versatile genius. He was an 
able and discriminate scholar of Puranas and Smrtis and was equally at 
home in Sanskrit, Avahatta and Maithili languages. He was not only a 
courtier, but a lawe-giver and reformer too and composed a large number 
of works on Smrti, Dharmasastra, narrative Kavya, story, drama, lyrics etc, 
dealing with religious, social, cultural and literary aspects of Maithila life, 
He was the most popular poet of Mithila and the greatest poet of the 
eastern India. His Padavali contains different types of songs—love, devo- 
tional, occasional, riddles and others which are brilliant poetic feats and 
bear the impression of his vast learning. His Padas (lyrics) became 
immediately so popular that these were on the lips of scholars as well as 
those of the illiterates and thus became the eternal heritage of the vast 
Indian people. His contributions to literature attracted the attention of 
scholars in different ages. Consequently a lot of studies has been made 
in this regardand a number of books have been written in different 
languages, viz., Maithili, Hindi and English. A critical study of other 
aspects of his writings is yet a desideratum. One of such hitherto untouched 
aspects is his achievement in the twin discipline of astronomy and mathe: 
matics. This paper is an attempt in this direction. 


Vidyapati was born in about 1350 A. D. in the illustrious Bisaibara 
Bishpi family of Maithila Brahmanas of Kasyapa gotra which had given 
birth to a host of distinguished scholars like Vire$vara, Dhiresvara, 
Candesvara and others who made lasting contributions to the social and 
cultural life of Mithila by writing authentic works on Smrti and Dharma- 
gastra. Especially Candesvara, the Mahamattaka during the reign of the 


1. Mss. of his seventeen works and hundreds of Padas in Maithili are found to 
exist these days. In addition to these, we have references of at least five books 
whose Mss could not have yet been located. cf. Dr. S, M. Jha, Vidyapati, Pato 
1977, pp. 24ff; Dr. J. K, Misra, History of Maithili literature, Delhi, 1976, PP 
69 ff; Dr. I. K. Jha, Vidyapati-Vimaréa, Patna, 1970 and Dr. Devendra Jha, 
Vidyapatika $rngarika Padak Kavyasastriya Adhyayana, Patna, 1979, pP. 16 ff. 
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King Harisimhadeo of the Karnata dynasty wrote his comprehensive 
compendium of Hindu law in seven books called Ratuükara and also an 
astronomical treatise namely *Krtya-Cintámani'? Vidyapati followed the 
path led by his ancestors and kept up the tradition. It is gathered that 
be learnt Vedas, Smrtis, Puranas and literature from his Gurü Mm. Hari 
Misra, the uncle of the famous Naiyayika Paksadhara Misra. Jyotisa is 
supposed to be the Netra (eye) of the Agama and is placed at ihe head of 
the six Vedáügas? Hence for the proper understanding of the Vedas it 
js essential to have a good knowledge of astronomy. As Vidyapati 
studied Vedas and Smrtis in his early life, it is likely that he might have 
studied Jyotisa as well from his Guru. 


Mithila has been the land of Yajüas. For the performance and 
observances of festivals, social and religious rites it is very essential to 
have the correct knowledge of exact time (Muhirta), exact positions of 
planets, rising and setting of the Sun and Moon, occurrences of solar and 
lunar eclipses, etc., which are some of the important aspects of Jyotisa. 
It is gathered that Vidyapati was the court-Pandita of several Kings and 
queens of the Oinavara dynasty and hence it was one of his prime duties 
to make them and their public know these essential elements of Jyotisa. 
Moreover, astronomers in general were, those days, respected and rewarded 
by the kings and wealthy persons of the time. These and such other 
circumstantial evidences force us to believe that our poet must have 
received the education of astronomical learning in his student days. 


There are grounds to believe that the tradition of learning Jyotisa 
was established in Mithila long before the advent of Vidyapati. This 
branch of knowledge developed her at least with Yajhavalkya (1000 B. C.) 
and since then remained a favourite subject for Maithila scholars. Vrddha 
Vacaspati Misra (9th cent. A. D.), Daka, Halayudha, Candesvracarya | 
(12th cent, A. D.), Vidyadhara, Bhaveša (13th cent. A. D.), Candesvara 
Thàkura and others were some of the illustrious names of the land who, 
M À— 


2. The Mss. is available in the Sanskrit University library, Darbhanga. Cf. A Des. 


Cat. of Raj Mss., Darbhanga, 1969, p. 70. 
3. uar für agai antat arat qu a 


agate meari sifas (afd) a fers, I 


—$loka 4, Vedanga Jyotisa edited by R. Samsastry, Mysore, 1926. 
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in different ages, wrote books originalas well as commentative on almost 
all aspects of astronomy.* This rich tradition of Mithila might have 
inspired our poet too to make the specialised study of the subject and also 
to write books and digests on it, This fact is now almost confirmed as the 
writer of these lines has recently gathered some informations which compel 
us to believe that Vidyapati was an author of at least four astronomical 
treatises, namely, Jyotişa-sāra-Sammuccaya, Jyotisa-Darpana, Dvaita. 
Nirnaya and Varsa-Krtya, Mm. Amrtanatha Jha, in his work, Krtya. 
Sara-Samuccaya, has quoted from Vidyapati's Jyotisa-Sara-Samuccayas 
for the proof of his statement, while Mm. Parmegvara Jha? and Dr. Umesa 
Misra’ have in their works referred to J yotisa Darpana and Dvaita-Nirnaya 
respectively. Neither they could mention the whereabouts of the MSS. 
of these works nor other scholars could locate them. Hence no definite 
informations regarding their contents and other details can be given at 
this stage. His fourth work, ‘Varsa-Krtya’ has been popular in Mithila, 
It is a work on Dharmašastra dealing with the religious and social rites 
to be performed by an individual throughout the whole year. Here the 
procedure for performing these rituals as well as methods for calculating 
the time for their occurrences have been discussed. Moreover opinions 
of different scholars and his own views as well regarding the consideration 
of Aticara and Tithi-dvaita have been explained. Thus from the infor- 
mations gathered so far we may conveniently conclude that he was a 
Jyotisavida and wrote a number of astronomical texts. Non-availability 
of the MSS. of most of these works is indicative of the fact that probably 
those were neglected by the scholars due to popularity of his literary 
works and were lost in course of time. 


Besides this, his extant works on Smrti, Dharmaáastra and 
literature bear witnessto the fact that he hada good knowledge of 


4. Cf. Dr. P. Jha (present author) Historical background of mathematics and 
astronomy in Mithila, Ganita-Bharati, Vol. IV (1982), Delhi pp. 26-40. 
5. war w siar qfsa anai mur smhfp ar aya —afeawey, xt eqacar aac 
"üles | ureifafgd are’ ayia mud aaa: I 
—Krtya sara Samuccaya, edited by Gangadhara Misra, Benaras, 1953, p. 178. 
6. Mithila-tattva-Vimarsa (Püravarddha), Darbhanga, 1949, p. 182, 
7. Vidyapati Thakura, Allahabad, 1960, p. 74-75. 
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astronomy and mathematics. Several examples including the use of 
technical words of astronomy and their applications are found to exist 
in these works and even the fundamental rules of addition, subtraction, 
multiplication and division are found to be applied in some of his padas 


(lyrics). We, first of all, consider some such examples as found in his 
Smrti Works. 


Vidyapati, in his Gangavakyavali, while discussing the importance 
of the bath in the holy river Ganges tells us that the dip in the Ganges 
on special occasions like solar and lunar eclipses, Cudamani Yoga, 
Vyatipata, ksaya tithi, Samkrànti, Aksaya tithi and Aksaya navami is 
more auspicious than that on simple occasions Further the speaks of 
the importance of the bath on the occasion of Varuni and Mahavaruni 
and also gives the definition of the Mahàvaruni? The use of the words, 
viz., lunar-solar eclipses, Cudàmani Yoga, Vyatipata, Samkrànti, etc. 
indicates that he knew the elements of astronomy. 


His work, ‘Durgabhaktitarangini’ includes different aspects of 
Phalita Jyotisa such as effects of stars and tithis on the affais of human 
being, method of determining tithis", etc. 


PurüsasPariksaà which consists of forty four interesting and lesson- 
giving stories depicting the picture of social and religious conditions of 
Mithila of the time, establishes the fact that Vidyapati was a great 
exponent of Vedic and Jyotisa learning. In his opinion, Vedic scholars 
are those who are well versed in all the six Angas (Siksa, Vyakarana, 
Jyotisa, Chanda, Kalpa and Nirukti) of the Vedas. He places Jyotisa 
at the top of other Vedangas and calls it as ‘Pradeepvat’ (lamp-post) of 
the Vedas.” In one of his stories he has talked of Varahamihira, one of 
the greatest astronomers of the 5th century A. D. and has also described 
one of his forecasts made in the court of the King Vikramaditya.” 
Moreover, Jataka, akuna,  Svapnavicàra, Prasnavicara, —Muhürta, 


8. Dr. M. Jha, Vidyapati Vànmaya, Calcutta, 1968, p. 139. 

9. Dr. I. K. Jha, (Ref. No. 1), p. 66. 
10. Dr. M. Jha, (Ref. no. 8), p. 144. 

11. Surendra Jha, Suman (ed.), Purüsa-Pariksa, Darbhanga, 1970, p. 73. 
12. Ibid, p. 111. 

13. Ibid, p. 70-71, 


a 
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Pañcanga-making and other aspects of Samhita and Tataka-Skandhag 
have been illustrated in different stories of this work. There is a Sari$ra I 
the leader of the thieves who declares that he has the knowledge of 
Sakuna-Sastra and can understand the voice of a fox. There is again, 
a king who keeping a golden ring in his fist asks a question “what 
is there in my fis" from Santidhara, the son of an astronomer, 
Deodhara.” It is also gathered from one of his stories that the Counting 
of numerals uptoa very large number, Parardha (107) was known to 
him.” Thus our poet through these and other such examples has, ing 
very lucid way, displaced his knowledge of astronomy and mathematics 
in his monumental work, Purüsa-Pariksa. 


His Padavali, ‘a celebrated collection of Maithili Padas’ (stray 
songs) and one of the most popular works in Indian literature, bears testj- 
mony to the fact that he had keen interest in astronomy and mathe- 
matics. The picture of the conflict between passionate and pathetic senti- 
ments, remorse and longing mood, the down of the youth ina maiden 
(Nayika), her various charming poses, moments of the highest happiness 
and also those of intensest sorrow, pangs of separation, touching cry 
(Vilapa) of a beloved, etc., has been ably depicted in his songs with the 
help of fundamental rules of arithmetic, numerical words and several other 
astronomical elements. Applications of these mathematical and astrono- 
mical principles in the Piece of literature have made his work very char- 


ming dnd unique. Some of his padas (lyrics) elucidating such applica- 
tions may be seen below :— 


"The lotus (Kamala) like face of the maiden (Nàyika) has faded due 
to snowfall like separation from the lover. The cupid (Madana or Kama- 
deva) is burning her body. The maiden talks of that day when her lover 
kept his head (Mastaka or Siniha) on her feet (Paira or Mina)”. Here 


14. Ibid, p. 24. 

15. Ibid, p. 65. 

16. Ibid, p. 123 and p. 128. 

17. ‘faq qha seq Wo, qr wa qaa Pu fas, 
faa arg faq agam. fef ST Fata faa ar 
gfafta area’ fer fates fe. fag ts 


dhre We r 
—Mitra- 


Majumdar, Vidyapati, Calcutta 1951, Gita no. 516. 
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the words are formed with the help of serial number of alphabets of the 
Deonügari script. The first consonant alphabet is ‘Ka’, the 25th is ‘Ma’ 
and the 28th ‘La’ and these three together form the word ‘Kamala’ (lotus). 
Again the 25th, 18th and 20th alphabets are ‘Ma’, ‘Da’, and ‘Na’ respec- 
tively which constitute the word ‘Madana’ (cupid). *Ksitisuta' is the 
planet Mangala (Mars) and in its third place is Sukra (Venus). Then 
again from the astrological point of view, when Mars is in its third place, 
it is called MarkeSa which is very harmful. The two Zodiacs (Rasis), 
namely Sirhha (Leo) and Mina (Pisces) are generally represented by ‘Ma’ 
and ‘Pa’ which mean *Mastaka' (head) and ‘Paira’ (foot). Thus the planets, 
Zodiacs and their relations have been used by the poet for expressing 
the feelings of a maiden in her separation. 


Again the longing and restlessness of the maiden for her lover 
is described with the help of fundamental rules of arithmetic, numerical 
words and their similar sounds (Bhasa-Samya) in the following Pada 
(lyric) :— 


‘Murari, the lover of the maiden left the house mysteriously. Her 
age is now four times that of the age at the time of separation. The age 
is 11+5=16 years. Three times of thirty, i.e. 90 (Nabbe,i.e. new age) 
is not ever lasting. He (her lover) did not consider that the period of 
enjoyment (Vilasa) is limited up to that number which when multiplied 
by 4 becomes 100, ie. upto 25 years of age only. He has left for her 
only half of the forty ie. twenty (Bisa), i.e., the poison of separation 
and now there is no other alternative’. 


Further the poet expresses the intense sorrow of the maiden in 
the following way :— 

«Q Madhava ! I could now know your conspiracy. You could 
not agree to stay inspite of my 521010 100 100 100000 (one lac) of 
oaths (Sapatha) given to you. You left me away though I am 40-4— 


18. sqa was Afa erg, gafe, 9 afa tatg Fat ga rx 
qug uate Bie fer aiu die aga dig fer ata 
Sat alga aa fear fart d afg ws afg agfa gute 
afs atfe sur gfx de & ae. Haat qaq q+ aa 
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36—4=9 ie, nava (or new). Who can tolerate the columny (Upahàsa) 
cut by 60-10—50 less zeo ie, 5 persons (Panca) ? Now, in your absence 
Ishall take two drops (Do Vindu) of poison. My Prana which is like 
nine on the leftside of nine points ie, Nava Padma (ie, new lotus) can- 
not now see your face'/? Whata beautiful expression is it ? Indeed, 
itis all due to the use of numerals and application of similar sounds 
corresponding to them. 


Again in this connection the following Pada may be observed :— 


ʻO Madhava ! you left me just in the nick of time and came late 
and therefore you should not be angry. You promised to return within 
half of 360 ie, within 180 days (ie, six months), but returned after 360 
multiplied by six, ie, after six years’. 


Simple rules of addition and multiplication have been used in the 
following stanza :— 


‘The lover of a maiden left her at the age of the feet of the bee 
(Bhramara) multiplied by two ie, 6x 2—12 years, but now she became a 
lady of 12+4=16 years?! 


Again for expressing the number of Gopis the simple rule of 
multiplication has been applied :— 


19. Alaa ata JAS qa Wm | 
qia gga wa gq au gag, weg wa ae l 
atlfea aft sfe ater & gu & fear are 
à fawa ga fda Afa, aa su * ater i 
arfog wg ag fag faafia, Fa aga SqgH | 
ga aaar su dqge aa dag fag wx Ta l 
aa Fat 4G AAT ATA BI Š SX gat qq | 
aqa area gfe +q Bt, area S; afe oa W 
—Ramabrksa Benipuri, Vidyapati, Padavali, Patna, 1975, Pada no. 260. 
20. ‘aaa aa ag fat Dat 
aqux fs uu we jeg, afg gue Ha AT 
dia 8 afs ara fargr d, W d Weg fara | 
ata ga dap Git qz qu, ames qal faar | 
—Quoted by Dr. G. N. S. Jha, Mithila-Mihira, 14th. Feb., 1982, p. 9 
21. 'g$ ga aw War Aha Te, ae fasta aqa qr AS v 
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‘The lord Krsna lives among 5x5x10x4x8x2—16000 cowher- 
desses (Gopis) while, on the other hand, Radha, his beloved, is suffering 
from the pangs of separation'.?? 


Moreover, Vidyapati has depicted the picture of almost all aspects 
of a lunar eclipse on the moon like face of a damsel in one of his lyrics”, 
This indicates that he had the knowledge of lunar eclipse as well. 


It is also gathered from his works that the usage of words for 
numerals prevalent those days in astronomical works and the principle 
of ‘Ankanam Vamto Gatih’ were known to the poet. He has expressed 
the date of death of the King, Devasimha corresponding to the date of 
coronation of his patron Maharaja Siva Simha in the following way :— 


‘In fire (3), sky (9), hands (2) of Laksamana Saivata; in seas (4). 
hands (2), fire (3) and Sasi (1) of Saka inthe dark Caitra on the 6th, 
Jestha naksatra, the day being Vrhaspati Deva Simha went to the city of 
gods and Siva Simha assumed high powers’, ie., Deva Sinha died on 
Thursday, Jestha Naksatra, Sasthi Krsna Paksa of the Caitra month of 
the L. S. 293 or Saka 1324. 


It is also believed that Vidyápati was an expert in describing a 
thing which was out of his sight and hidden from him. Tradition asserts 
that his patron Siva Sirbha once was defeated and imprisoned by Ibrahim 
Shah, the Emperor of Delhi. Our poet hastened to Delhi, appeared before 
the Emperor and declared his ability to see things hidden from him as if 
they were before his eyes. He was tested by the Emperor and in that 


22. ‘ata ga aa ga ayga ars gga afe ara 


fanaa aa ange ga fag faafe a mafa ort n 
—Pada no. 148, [Ref. no. 19]. 


23. 38-38 area fm gaf d< | "gd att qq ghia s Aa d 
—Nagarjuna, Vidyapati ke Gita, Delhi, 1972, Gita no. 59. 


24. ‘ate Ge at equ maç ae aqa vx alta aah 
aa rfe fs Sar fafeat ar, Fests ats wal o 
tafag s gg age agama gta ae! 


fear + aĝa axa faa erar 
SU. SONS UG —Gita no, 8, [Ref. no. 17]. 


16 
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context the song *Kamini Karai Saniine”".,......was composed. The Emperor 
was still not satisfied with his astronomical feats. The poct was then 
put ina wooden box which was hung in a well by a rope and was asked 
to describe the scence above the well. He described it correctly which 
was a scene of a lady liting fire in the following words :— 


‘Sundari Nihuri Phuku Agi....... Having performed miracles he 
pleased the Emperor so much that the latter ordered Siva Sirhha’s release 
immediately and gave the poet the village of Bisphi which was later on 
given to him by Siva Sirhha himself. 


Several such examples are found to exist in his Padas (lyrics) and 
other literary and Smrti works which prompt us to conclude that astrono- 
micaland mathematical principles were known to our celebrated poet 
Vidyapati. As we have seen above, some astronomical works are also 
ascribed to his authorship, but Mss, of all of them are not available at 
present. Itis just possible that his literary works became so popular 
among the scholars ofthe later period that their attention could not be 
directed to his astronomical writings which might have been lost due to 
ravages of time, Hence there is the need for hunting various repositories 
of Mss. for procuring such works of the poet. If we endeavour in this 
direction and some of his lost works are brought to light, then only we 
will be able to say something definite as to what extent he has contributed 
to the twin discipline of astronomy and mathematics. 


Reader and Head, 
Department of Mathematics, 
B. S. S. College, 

Supaul (Saharsa) 


25. Dr. Subhadra Jha, The Songs of Vidyapati, Benaras, 1954, Gita no. 197. 
26. Cf. ‘Dr. U. Thakur, History of Mithila, Darbhanga, 1956, p. 311 (f. n.) and 
also Mm. Umesa Misra, Vidyapati Thakura, Allahabad, 1960, pp. 25-26. 
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